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find out whether you are on sea or on land. It is something you
have constantly to clear away with a shovel, cut with a snow-
knife, melt for drinking water — and that is a chore by itself,
for the snow remains for hours like sodden blotting paper. It is
the danger against which you are endlessly on guard, for it
hides your trapline, undoes your world and your plans, im-
prisons you in its anonymity. A week of snow is beautiful: ten
months of it is drudgery.
I speak, of course, as a tenderfoot, neglecting the fact that
for Utak snow was the long-awaited gift of the gods, the magical
element that made travelling possible, that furnished him a
rampart against the wind when he spent hours on the frozen sea
waiting for the seal to rise, that formed the handsome blocks
of which he built his house. And yet much of what I have said
is as true for him as for the man come from Outside.
For Utak, meanwhile, this landscape was the most beautiful
scene in the world. For me it was grey, undefined, a world
without proportion, without dimension, above all without
colour. Never did the horizon draw its comforting line to
divide earth from sky: the two were of the same substance.
There was no middle distance, no perspective, no outline,
nothing the eye could cling to except the thousands of smoky
plumes of snow running along the ground before the wind. The
North, in winter, is a shallow cauldron without bottom or edge
in which every day, several times a day, the winds rise and fall,
the weather is this and that. You move on in a calm, saying to
yourself that the next few hours, at least, will be easy. You look
up, and the squall is on the way. It is rising, it looks as if it will
pass you by; and at the moment when you are saying to yourself
that it has passed you by, down upon you it comes on the bias.
You have not had time to prepare for it, and when you have
come to yourself it is gone, far away, whirling elsewhere— and
you have a little time in which to repair its damage before the
next squall strikes.
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